Eight Years of Bird Banding in Nebraska’s Chadron State Park by Lefever, Josh
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
Nebraska Bird Review Nebraska Ornithologists' Union 
3-2016 
Eight Years of Bird Banding in Nebraska’s Chadron State Park 
Josh Lefever 
Bird Conservancy of the Rockies 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev 
 Part of the Ornithology Commons, Poultry or Avian Science Commons, and the Zoology Commons 
Lefever, Josh, "Eight Years of Bird Banding in Nebraska’s Chadron State Park" (2016). Nebraska Bird 
Review. 1395. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/1395 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Nebraska Ornithologists' Union at 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Nebraska Bird Review by 
an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 
Vol. 84 No.1 
Josh Lefever 
The Nebraska Bird Review 
Eight Years of Bird Banding in Nebraska's 
Chadron State Park 
Bird Conservancy of the Rockies 
jel260@gmail.com 
33 
Driving across the open rolling plains of western Nebraska will lull any 
traveler into a mundane trance, as the monotonous scenery blends together into a 
mixture of grass and sky skirting through one's periphery. In the heat of a late 
summer's day, the prairie is enlivened only by the occasional glimpse of a Western 
Meadowlark standing nervously atop a roadside fencepost, or perhaps the sudden 
flash of a Western Kingbird jumping into the air to catch an insect before dropping 
back down to its perch. As one moves through the state's northwest comer, steeper 
and steeper hills soon give way to a surprising sight for the unsuspecting. The 
prairie is suddenly halted by an impressive ridge line of forested buttes and canyons, 
and one is quickly engulfed by the Ponderosa Pine forest of Nebraska's Pine Ridge. 
This geologically and ecologically distinct region is a forested oasis for both people 
and wildlife, and serves as a critically important stopover site for many migrating 
birds. Each autumn since 2008, the Bird Conservancy of the Rockies has sent a 
trained biologist to capture, band, and collect data on the birds that make use of the 
region on their journey south. Operating dates for the station have been September 6 
to 25, 2008, August 30 to October 2, 2009, September 1 to October 1,2010, August 
31 to October 3,2011, September 10 to October 3,2012, August 31 to October 3, 
2013, August 30 to October 2,2014, and August 23 to October 9, 2015. Eight years 
of mist-netting at Chadron State Park, in the heart of the Pine Ridge, has given 
insights into the unique assemblage of birds found there, and how alteration by fire 
can affect birds' use of the habitat. 
The Chadron State Park banding station is located on a hillside near the 
west edge of the park, with an overstory of Ponderosa Pines and a dense shrubby 
understory of smooth brome (grass) and chokecherry. Nebraska birders have long 
bccn aware of the diverse community of bird species that can be found on this island 
of pine trees sprouting up in the prairie, and the banding station has captured and 
banded 70 different species. Birds typical of the eastern half of the continent, such 
as Field Sparrow and Eastern Phoebe, have been documented over multiple seasons 
at the station along with iconic western species like Western Tanager and 
Townsend's Warbler. Over the years, the banding station has had the good fortune 
to catch a few regional rarities that would have likely gone undocumented otherwise. 
The 2013 season produced a Chestnut-sided Warbler and a Veery, both eastern 
migrants that are reported less than annually in Western Nebraska. Another notable 
capture that season was a Dusky Flycatcher, the first ever banded in the state. Dusky 
is one of several difficult-to-identify species of Empidonax flycatchers that breed in 
the western United States, but are uncommon in western Nebraska, and usually can't 
be identified to species when only seen. The opportunity to measure, photograph, 
and identify this species in hand was seen as a milestone for the banding station. In 
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2014, a second Dusky Flycatcher was captured at the station, further corroborating 
this species' migratory movement through the region. The 2014 season also saw a 
few other rarities for the site, including a Tennessee Warbler and a Blackpoll 
Warbler. The Pine Ridge attracts wayward birds from all around, serving as a 
stopover site for forest dwelling migrants. 
The Pine Ridge (much of which is part of the Nebraska National Forest) is 
home to many summer breeders and year-round resident birds, too. Anyone visiting 
the state park can usually hear some of the resident Red Crossbills after a short time 
hiking around. Recordings of these birds have been analyzed and determined to be 
the common Type 2 (Ponderosa Pine) Red Crossbill, which can be found in similar 
habitat across the mountain west, although the species itself is uncommon in the rest 
of Nebraska. The crossbills have avoided capture at the station by staying high in 
the trees above the mist nets, although they occasionally taunt the bander by flying 
down and drinking from puddles of water close to the road. In 2011, the bander 
moved the mist-netting efforts to a different location in the park and was rewarded 
with 107 captures .. 
The banding station has collected data on many birds that were already 
banded. All recaptures at Chadron have been individuals that were previously 
banded at the site. While not typically thought to be as exciting as recaptures from 
other banding stations, this data provides important information on the molt cycle of 
post-breeding and hatch-year birds, migration preparation, and the stop-over 
efficiency of migrants. Spotted Towhees and House Wrens, the station's two most 
common migrant breeders, will often be captured multiple times early in the season. 
On individuals of these species, the bander is able to record the progression of new 
flight feathers growing on adults, along with the build-up of fat deposits as the bird 
gets ready to migrate. Increase in visible fat deposits and the bird's mass are 
important measurements for recaptures of migrant species. Wilson's Warblers, 
Orange-crowned Warblers, and Lincoln's Sparrows are common migrants which 
often spend multiple days around the banding station. During this time, they focus 
on finding food and replenishing energy stores. Being able to capture these 
individuals repeatedly during their stay allows the bander to monitor their ability to 
recover from long migratory flights. This data in tum provides insight into food 
availability and habitat quality. Recaptures provide longevity and site fidelity 
information for birds at the park as well. In 2014, an Orange-crowned Warbler and a 
Lincoln's Sparrow from the 2013 season were recaptured, suggesting stop-over site 
fidelity for these migrant species. Black-capped Chickadees, Chipping Sparrows, 
and Spotted Towhees have shown the greatest site fidelity, with multiple individuals 
of both species persisting across seasons. Of these species, most individuals fail to 
return more than one season, with nearly all disappearing after three years. House 
Wrens are the only common breeder which shows poor site fidelity, or poor 
survivorship during migration, as no House Wren has ever been recaptured from a 
previous season. Individuals of notable longevity have included a Downy 
Woodpecker that was aged as a third-year bird in 2008 and recaptured in 2011, 
making it 6 years old, and a Spotted Towhee that was first captured in 2009 and 
caught again in 2015, making it at least 6 years old. 
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The geographic location of Chadron State Park makes it suitable for 
subspecies to intermingle and even interbreed in the habitat surrounding the banding 
station. Northern Flickers are caught annually at the station, and 42% have displayed 
characteristics of both the yellow-shafted (eastern) and red-shafted (western) types. 
The color of the feather shafts is often first cited as an indicator of an intergrade 
between these two populations. However, the study of flickers outside the intergrade 
zone with mixed feather shaft colors or unusual pigmentation suggests that 
abnormalities in shaft color can occur due to diet or stress (Shunk 2014). This factor 
makes remex color alone an imperfect method for identifying intergrades. Rather, 
many flickers captured at Chadron State Park have been identified as intergrades by 
a mix of characteristics that include head color and face pattern. For example, a bird 
may show a gray face (red-shafted trait) but have a red nape crescent (yellow-shafted 
trait). (See photo on page 32.) Some birds with a red-shafted head color and face 
pattern but yellow flight feather shafts have been observed around the park and may 
represent intergrades as well. Such identifications must be made with caution 
outside of the known intergrade zone, which stretches north-south along the western 
Great Plains. 
This zone of subspecies intergrades includes several other species which 
visit the banding station, such as Yellow-rumped Warblers. Over the years, the 
station has captured both Audubon's and myrtle subspecies of this warbler. Of the 
54 total yellow-rumps captured since 2008, 54% were myrtles, while the other 46% 
were Audubon's. The number of each has been a fairly even split, but the timing of 
the captures is a bit more interesting. Ninety-two percent of Audubon's are captured 
during the month of September. This subspecies breeds in the pine forest habitat in 
South Dakota's Black Hills to the north, as well as in many mountainous areas 
farther west. Based on The Second Nebraska Breeding Bird A flas (Mollhoff 2016), 
Audubon's warblers are also breeders in the Pine Ridge. They were documented in 
15 blocks including confirmed nesting in five blocks. Myrtle warblers, on the other 
hand. breed much farther north in Canada and only migrate through the region. 
Seventy-two percent of myrtles are captured after September 20th, with good 
numbers usually still passing through when the station closes in early October. The 
earliest record of a myrtle warbler in the region is from September 12. Intergrades of 
these two subspecies are rarely reported in Nebraska; no known intergrades have 
been banded at the station. Many reports of intergrades passing along Colorado's 
front range every fall, along with a good number of both subspecies migrating across 
the Pine Ridge, put Chadron's banding station at a prime location to document 
intergrades in the future. 
One diversely plumaged species captured annually at the station is the 
ubiquitous Dark-eyed Junco. Dark-eyed Juncos consist of 15 different subspecies 
which are grouped into 5 subspecies groups. Chadron lies within a small area of the 
continent where 4 of the 5 junco subspecies groups overlap, and all 4 have been 
captured at the station. Of the 72 individuals captured since 2008, 26% belong to the 
Oregon subspecies group, 40% to the slate-colored subspecies group, 8% to the 
white-winged subspecies group, and I individual was confirmed from the pink-sided 
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subspecies group. (See photo on page 32.) The remaining 24% could not be 
identified to subspecies group. The unknowns are due to the occurrence of a poorly 
understood type of slate-colored Junco, known as "Cassiar" junco. Cassiar juncos 
breed in the northwestern US and western Canada and approach Oregon juncos in 
appearance, particularly immature and female birds. Cassiar junco winter range is 
not well known, but many are reported in Colorado in December and January, and 
the more easily identifiable males have been observed in the Pine Ridge during 
migration. The overlap created between slate-colored and Oregon type juncos, both 
in size and appearance, has forced many female-type juncos at the banding station to 
be left unidentified to subspecies. Continued captures and documentation of juncos 
at the banding station may provide further insights and identification clues for 
distinguishing Cassiar juncos from others. The station's captures of white-winged 
juncos is also notable, as this junco subspecies group breeds primarily in South 
Dakota's Black Hills, with records in nearby locations of Montana, Wyoming, and 
Northern Nebraska (Mollhoff 2016). All but one of the white-winged juncos banded 
at Chadron were captured prior to the 2012 banding season. During that season, a 
wildfire moved through the state park, including the area of the banding station. The 
drop-off in white-winged juncos is one of several interesting changes that occurred 
after fire moved through the area. 
The most noticeable change at the banding station since the 2012 fire has 
been the increase in the number of captures each season. Prior to the fire, the station 
averaged 255 birds per season, with a high of 398 and a low of 146. When the fire 
hit in 2012, the station had to be moved and experienced an understandable all-time 
low of 118 captures. Since the fire, new record highs for number of captures have 
been set each year. In 2013, the capture rate increased 70% (433 captures) from the 
average number of captures per season before the fire. In 2014 that increase jumped 
to 123% (570) more than the previous average and by 2015 the station captured 
183% (721) more birds than it had on average before the fire. The record-setting 721 
individuals banded in 2015 was driven in part by the station's first 100+ bird day on 
September 25th. The increase in bird activity around the mist nets, accounting for 
the increase in captures, is likely thanks to a quickly growing understory of plant-
life. Dense regeneration can be attributed to the wildfire, which removed old 
vegetation and thinned the canopy. We are optimistic that with continued good 
management practices, the park may continue to provide excellent cover and forage 
for the droves of winged travelers that depend on the region every autumn. 
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Chadron State Park Banding Station Annual Totals 
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Mourning Dove 2 1 3 
Belted Kingfisher 
Red-headed Woodpecker 2 2 
Downy Woodpecker 3 2 5 4 2 2 19 
Hairy Woodpecker 2 4 
Yellow-shafted Flicker 
Red-shafted Flicker 4 5 
Intergrade Flicker 1 3 6 
Western Wood-Pewee 2 2 5 
Willow Flycatcher 2 3 
Least Flycatcher 4 
Dusky Flycatcher 2 
Western Flycatcher (Pacific Slope/Cordilleran) 2 5 
Eastern Phoebe 2 3 7 
Cassin's Vireo 2 4 
Warbling Vireo 2 5 
Red-eyed Vireo 2 4 
Blue Jay 
Black-capped Chickadee 4 24 11 12 21 9 19 13 113 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 2 2 3 3 6 7 23 
White-breasted Nuthatch 7 2 4 4 19 
Pygmy Nuthatch 8 1 25 3 6 43 
Brown Creeper 3 3 3 11 
House Wren 91 86 25 5 20 22 33 6 288 
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 2 3 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 11 5 2 19 
Eastern Bluebird 9 5 2 17 
Mountain Bluebird 2 2 
Townsend's Solitaire 2 2 5 
Veery 
Swainson's Thrush 3 2 2 14 9 9 6 46 
Hermit Thnush 4 7 
American Robin 6 4 4 3 7 22 5 3 54 
Gray Catbird 2 2 3 4 2 2 16 
Brown Thrasher 4 3 10 
Cedar Waxwing 10 11 
Ovenbird 2 3 8 
Tennessee Warbler 
Orange-crowned Warbler 140 134 88 10 15 22 64 31 504 
MacGillivray's Warbler 4 
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American Redstart 1 1 1 3 1 7 
Yellow Warbler 3 2 4 11 
Chestnut-sided Warbler 
Blackpoll Warbler 
Audubon's Yellow-rumped Warbler 2 20 1 2 25 
Myrtle Yellow-rumped Warbler 10 9 5 2 2 29 
Townsend's Warbler 2 2 
Wilson's Warbler 27 25 38 6 19 30 65 24 234 
Yellow-breasted Chat 9 2 3 4 6 3 28 
Chipping Sparrow 85 85 28 4 15 37 63 3 320 
Clay-colored Sparrow 1 7 29 11 2 50 
Field Sparrow 3 5 
Lark Sparrow 
Dark-eyed Junco (undetermined ssp) 17 17 
Slate-colored Junco 9 2 3 12 28 
Cassiar Junco 1 
Oregon Junco 6 5 2 15 
Pink-sided Junco 4 5 
White-winged Junco 1 3 6 
White-crowned Sparrow (undetermined ssp) 11 6 2 19 
Gambel's White-crowned Sparrow 48 13 8 2 2 74 
Harris's Sparrow 
White-throated Sparrow 4 7 13 
Song Sparrow 1 
Lincoln's Sparrow 47 30 56 9 3 2 147 
Swamp Sparrow 
Spotted Towhee 93 36 28 3 21 69 71 44 365 
Western Tanager 4 6 
Rose-breasted Grosbeak 2 3 
Black-headed Grosbeak 
Blue Grosbeak 
Lazuli Bunting 11 1 3 15 
Indigo Bunting 2 2 4 
Orchard Oriole 
Bullock's Oriole 
House Finch 3 2 4 10 
Pine Siskin 12 1 14 
American Goldfinch 48 8 48 2 3 3 112 
TOTAL 721 570 433 118 213 262 398 146 2861 
